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Abstract 
Waste pickers play an important role in the informal economy throughout the Global South, but 
they often face marginalisation, exploitation and discrimination by authorities. This chapter 
argues that through organising informal waste pickers can attain collective agency and thereby 
gain better working conditions, recognition and social inclusion. The chapter contains a 
comparative analysis of the waste management sectors in Belo Horizonte and Managua, which is 
used for a theoretical discussion around organisation, collective agency and formalisation. The 
comparative analysis argues for two models of integrating informal waste pickers into the formal 
waste management sector - the integration model and the hybrid model. The structuralist and the 
legalist schools of thought both prescribe formalisation as the solution to the challenges of 
informality but this normativity and dichotic terminology is contested in the discussion, which 
suggests that a new understanding of (in)formality could improve the understanding of 
formalisation processes. 
 Keywords: Informal economy / Formal economy / Formalisation  / Belo Horizonte  / Managua / 
Waste pickers / Integration model / Hybrid model / Organisation  / Collective agency 
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Introduction  
“Regardless  of  the  context,  managing  solid  waste  is  one  of  biggest  challenges  of  the  urban  areas  
of all sizes.”  (UN-Habitat 2010: 1). 
The   quotation   comes   from   a   major   UN   report   on   managing   waste   in   the   world’s   cities.   The  
Global South possesses both big challenges and big potentials in the waste management 
economy, which is often build upon both informal and formal structures. The informal and 
formal economy cooperate more or less together in different kinds of interrelations. In some cases 
they cooperate with each other, some places they compete and some places they transform into 
one. The relationship between the informal and the formal sectors in waste management is 
unique, diverse and complex, but it is also believed to posses a huge potential for both social, 
economic and environmental development (UN-Habitat 2010; Wilson 2006; Medina 2008a).  
The informal waste management economy provides livelihoods to a huge number of urban 
citizens, achieves recycle rates comparable to those in the Global North and it does not cost the 
formal waste management sector anything (UN-Habitat 2010: 1). This chapter will focus on 
waste pickers because they have gone through some interesting developments over the last 25 
years. Informal waste pickers are a vulnerable group, who often work under bad conditions and 
are exposed to harassment from authorities and exploitation from middlemen (Medina 2008a: 1). 
One of the strategies to avoid such exploitation and to achieve better working conditions, legal 
recognition and social protection has been to organise. As argued in the introduction of this 
edited book the informal economy has often been portrayed as unorganised, but that might be an 
inadequate characterisation of the informal waste pickers. 
In the study of informal workers in the waste management, it is necessary to try and define the 
informal worker and the informal waste management  sector.  Since  the  beginning  of  the  1990’s,  
different definitions have been formulated, adjusted and rejected. A leading definition of the 
informal  waste  management  sector,  which  is  used  in  the  major  report  “Solid  Waste  Management  
in  the  World’s  Cities”, and in many other studies, is: 
“Individuals   or   enterprises   who   are   involved   in   waste   activities   but   are   not   sponsored,  
financed, recognized or allowed by the formal solid waste authorities, or who operate in 
violation of, or in competition with, formal authorities.”  (UN-Habitat 2010: 214). 
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As the quote illustrates the definition of an informal waste picker is wide and can be difficult to 
settle. This chapter explores the relationship between informality and formality through a 
comparative case study of the waste management sectors in Belo Horizonte in Brazil and 
Managua in Nicaragua. The two cases are interesting because they have developed quite 
differently in terms of organisation of waste pickers and the response from authorities. In both 
cases the informal economy can be argued to have gone through some sort of formalisation, but 
the process is complex and the lines between the informal and formal are complicated to draw. 
This complexity will be explored through the following research question: 
How does a comparative analysis of the two different models of integrating waste pickers 
in Managua and Belo Horizonte contribute to the discussions around formalisation?  
The chapter will explore how waste pickers in the two cases have organised to create agency and 
attain recognition, and how the state has responded. The chapter seeks to address this question by 
exploring the conceptualisation of organisation within the informal economy which opens up for 
a discussion of formalisation.   
In Belo Horizonte, waste picking has been recognised as a profession and waste picker 
organisations enter into informal agreements or formal contracts with businesses, industry and 
neighborhood associations (Medina 2008a: 2), but in Managua waste picking is not organised or 
recognised at the same level. This means that while most waste is recovered by the formal waste 
management in Belo Horizonte, most of the waste is handled by the informal waste management 
in Managua (UN-Habitat 2010: 136). 
 
Outline of chapter 
The chapter begins with the conceptual framework which is the foundation for both the analysis 
and discussion. In this we present the ideas, myths and discussions around organisation and 
agency within the informal economy, and the different views on formalisation presented by the 
structuralist and legalist schools. Then follows a methodological reflection about the comparative 
analysis and the analytical tool the four  V’s. The analysis is structured around the comparative 
analysis of the two municipalities, which leads to an attempt to put the two approaches into two 
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simplified models of state response. This makes it possible to lift the empirical analysis to more 
theoretical discussions around informality, formalisation and organisation. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
This section will outline the conceptual framework used in this chapter in order to localise 
differences within the two models of Belo Horizonte and Managua in managing the waste sector. 
Our conceptual framework revolves around the concepts of organising, collective agency and 
formalisation in relation to waste pickers. These concepts are useful when analysing the 
possibilities for waste pickers to organise and thereby create greater agency.  
 
Organisation and agency 
The Informal Economy Monitoring Studies (IEMS) is a series of studies in 10 major cities in 
developing countries conducted in 2012 (Dias & Samson 2016). The waste picking sector in Belo 
Horizonte is included in the study and presents two important theoretical findings: the first is how 
the findings underline the importance of governance as contributing to stability and providing a 
“safety   net”   for   the   waste   pickers.   The   second   is   the   debunking   of   three   myths   concerning  
informal waste pickers: that they are victims without any agency, that they are not organized and 
that membership-based organisation is not possible within this sector and cannot be included in 
modern, efficient solid waste management systems (Dias & Samson 2016). The three myths are 
great examples of the persistent idea of the informal economy in many influential analyses which 
marginalise the attempts and possibilities to collectively organise within the informal economy 
(Lindell 2010: 2). The outcome of the IEMS report questions this notion of an incapability to 
organise and can  thus  be  seen  in  relation  to  Lindell’s  call  for  a  more  diverse  understanding  of  the  
informal economy. Lindell demonstrates how this wider understanding of the informal economy 
provides a greater scope in order to acknowledge the various possibilities of navigating within the 
informal economy and in particular stress the significance of organising, as mentioned in the 
introduction (Lindell 2010: 5).  
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The conceptualisation of organising within the informal economy is closely interrelated to the 
potential of greater agency - and the request/need hereof. In general, literature on waste pickers 
stresses the potential advantages of integrating the informal waste management sector into the 
formal economy, and emphasises recognising of informal workers as the first step to secure better 
working conditions for the informal workers (UN-Habitat 2010: 17). Seen from the perspective 
of the informal workers, the solution can be to organise in order to add more value to their work 
and move up the hierarchy and thereby create agency (Wilson et al. 2006: 805). Adopting one of 
Lindell’s  keypoints,  the  need  for  greater  agency  and  recognition  is  seen  as  the  primary  engine  to  
organise (Lindell 2010: 8), which is illustrated through our analysis of Belo Horizonte and 
Managua. As will be shown by the comparative study of the two cases, the process of organising 
differs from country to country which can be ascribed to differences in state legislation (Lindell 
2010: 5). The IEMS studies also underline the importance of government policies, because of 
waste   picker’s   contributions   to   improvement   of   public   health,   reduction   of  municipal   costs   of  
waste management and great reductions of greenhouse gas emissions (Dias & Samson 2016). It 
can also be seen as a profitable solution for the government because it is cheaper than replacing it 
with a new formal waste management sector (Wilson et al. 2012). Attaining recognition often 
equals struggling with limiting legislation and authorities and it can thus be of great value for the 
informal worker organisation to engage in international advocacy networks (Lindell 2010: 24). 
According to Fisher (2016) this is exactly what Nicaraguan waste pickers have done in order to 
address and illuminate the challenges they face - they thereby contribute to the international 
discourses about the capability of organising in the informal economy by making themselves 
visible (Lindell 2010: 24; Fisher 2016). Organisation within the informal economy will function 
as a concept that we use in our understanding of how waste pickers can attain greater collective 
agency and recognition. The organisation of waste pickers thus becomes the means to do so.   
 
Formalisation  
In order to discuss how waste pickers in the two cases are positioned the chapter seeks to 
conceptualise the notion of formalisation. (In)formality as a concept is complex and defined by 
blurred lines. So how is it possible to explore the process of formalisation? Primarily, it demands 
an understanding of informality, formality and the transition in between the two by not only a 
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practical definition but also one providing greater depth to the concept. Therefore it can be 
fruitful to view formality, informality and formalisation by the use of a plurality of schools of 
thought and the debate they give rise to. So by drawing on the legalist and structural school it can 
create an understanding of how (in)formalities can be looked upon. Therefore this 
conceptualisation of formalisation will serve as a foundation for discussing how the informal 
waste management sector plays a role in the comprehension of the dialectic relation between 
formality and informality.   
Comprising a more practical definition, Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO), a NGO working locally and globally to organise and support informal 
workers, has created a definition of informality through a focus on the specific worker. Their 
definition suggests that a person can be informally employed both inside and outside the informal 
economy whereto they list some specific definitions for when one is employed in one or the 
other. The different definitions show that it is difficult to make a clear distinction between 
informal and formal workers or economies. Thus, an informal worker can work for a formal 
company, and a formal company can work in the informal sector making the lines for defining 
informality and formalisation complex to determine (WIEGO 2016a). 
As written in the introduction of this edited book, being part of the informal economy can entail 
marginalisation, social exclusion and discrimination from formal benefits (Huchzermeyer & 
Karam 2006: 4). Thereby, there already exists a sort of delinking of formality and informality, 
which  also  (in  the  introduction)  leads  to  a  dualist  argument.  But  this  chapter’s  aim  is  to  explore 
the  space  for  analysing  and  understanding  waste  pickers’  navigation  through  both  the  formal  and  
informal economy, why a conceptualisation of the dimension in between the two is necessary.  In 
the attempt of locating this dimension, or at least the processes constituting it, we make use of 
some of the arguments provided through the structural and legalist school of thoughts.  
Through the perspective of the structuralist school, the formal and informal economy can be 
viewed as closely interlinked. Placing great emphasis on the role of capitalism in the formal 
economy the argument is that the informal economy cannot be understood separately from the 
dynamics in the formal economy, thus the informal exists due to capitalism and capitalist 
exploitation (Kinyanjui 2014: 9). A structuralist approach to formalisation is to integrate the 
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informal into the formal economy in order to break with the exploitative nature of capitalism that 
maintains the informal economy.   
However, these arguments do not provide a way of understanding how waste pickers profitably 
can navigate in the informal economy without necessarily having to integrate into the formal. A 
legalist view can help explaining processes within the informal economy that appears more 
deliberate than a result of structural conditions and processes, which are contributing to the 
establishment of individual agency of informal waste pickers. De Soto (1989) recognises the 
informal economy and the opportunities that can grow from it, but also that formalisation, 
through the decrease of barriers of legislation surrounding informal activities, can create 
development. Therefore, his argument is that governments should participate in this formalisation 
(De Soto 1989: 271). This makes it possible to locate the opportunities existing within the 
informal economy - as within the informal waste management sector - but still leaves it a 
normative notion as formalising into the formal economy is prioritised.  
Thus, both the structural and legalist schools approach the dimension of formalisation as a 
normative concept by the different means of formalising or deregulating into the formal 
economy, which will be contested in the discussion. 
 
Methodology 
Analytical approach 
In order to analyse the positioning of waste pickers in the informal or formal waste management 
sector   of   Belo  Horizonte   and  Managua,  we   draw   on   a  GTZ   report   (Deutsche  Gesellschaft   für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit) from 2010 called The Waste Experts: Enabling Conditions for 
Informal Sector Integration in Solid Waste Management (Gerdes and Gunsilius 2010: 14). From 
this a conceptualisation is gained of what will be referred to as the   four  V’s:  Voice,  Visibility,  
Validity and Viability. These conditions will be used as parameters and thereby an analytical tool, 
initially to locate the development process of waste pickers, creating the fundament for a further 
analysis and discussion. The four   V’s is preferred as an analytical tool rather than e.g. the 
theoretical framework of ISWM provided by the UN-Habitat (2010). The ISWM focuses on ways 
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of analysing the management of waste (UN-HABITAT 2010: 27), whereas the four  V’s focuses 
on the actual waste pickers and how successful they are in organising, potentially creating more 
agency for themselves. These four conditions are not originally meant as an analytical framework 
but they are rather the result of the findings in three studies in waste pickers in Egypt, India and 
Brazil.  
  
The  four  V’s 
In the GTZ report four enabling conditions for integrating informal waste pickers into the formal 
waste management sector are listed. They are defined as follows: 
Voice:  “The  organisation  of  informal  sector  workers  into  membership-based bodies accountable 
to their members and the representation of these organisations in relevant policy-making 
institutions”,   
Visibility:   “Official   recognition   of   the   economic   contribution   of   informal   sector   workers,  
resulting  from  improved  labour  force  and  other  economic  statistics  and  from  policy  research”,   
Validity:   “Legal   identity   and   formal   recognition of informal sector workers and their 
membership-based  organisations” 
Viability:   “The   commercial   viability   of   the   informal  waste   sector   is   the   single  most   important  
reason informal waste enterprises continue to flourish under existing competitive market 
conditions.”  (Gerdes  &  Gunsilius  2010:  14). 
 Since this chapter aims to contribute to the discussions around formalisation, the four  V’s will be 
relevant parameters to analyse two different models to the integration of informal waste pickers. 
The Voice concerns the levels of organising by the waste pickers, the Validity and Visibility both 
concern the response by the municipality and/or state regarding legal and social recognition of 
their work and the Viability concerns whether or not a given model is economically viable in the 
long run. This analytical tool will be able to open up for more theoretical discussions of 
formalisation since it recognises both the power of organising within the informal economy but 
also the importance of legal and social structure. 
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The four  V’s has been formulated because the integration of the informal waste sector is seen as 
necessary to improve working and income conditions for informal waste pickers (Gerdes & 
Gunsilius 2010: 14).This makes these conditions important in a development context.  
 
Limitations 
It is, however, important to recognise the fact that these conditions are normative in nature. They 
are prescriptive in the sense that they are based on the assumption that formalisation is the way 
that waste pickers can attain improved working and income conditions. Even though this is an 
assumption that is based on empirical studies it is still an assumption. So when the analytical 
framework is based on an assumption the analysis itself will likewise be based on the same 
assumption. This consequently means that this chapter can be seen as implicitly taking a stance in 
the theoretical discussion on informality because of the choice of analytical framework.  
All in all, having recognised its limitations, using this analytical tool in an analysis will form a 
baseline for a theoretical discussion that can contribute to the discussions regarding formalisation 
of informal workers. 
 
Comparative analysis 
The analysis compares the waste management sectors in the city of Belo Horizonte in Brazil and 
in the capital of Nicaragua, Managua. The two cities are both a part of the major report on waste 
management sectors around the world by the UN-Habitat. This report and other academic studies 
analyse and compare a large number of cities, but no one goes in depth with these two specific 
cases. Belo Horizonte and Managua are interesting, because they have some similar 
characteristics as a city but very different waste management sectors and models of integrating 
waste pickers. Our analysis is therefore focussed on these to specific cities, though we include 
national statistics when local statistics is not available.  
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The analysis of the chapter will focus on the ways waste pickers have organised and how the 
relationship between the informal and formal economy has developed in the waste management 
sector. The aim is not necessarily to locate the causal explanations of the differences between the 
two cities but to locate the conditions from which they differ, in order to show different ways of 
treating the informal waste sector. The two cases are different for many reasons and it is not 
possible to investigate them all, but the four  V’s emphasises the main conditions other academics 
have identified as most important. Therefore the analysis focus on how the two cities differ and 
are equal on these four parameters and use that empirical knowledge for a more theoretical debate 
about informality. The chapter will refrain from investigating more historical, political and 
economic factors that might have had an influence on our problem field. 
In many cities, information on the waste management sector is outdated, inaccessible or 
politically biased (UN-Habitat 2010: 38). Belo Horizonte and Managua are two of the few cities 
in the UN report with available, recent data and are therefore appropriate for comparison (UN-
Habitat 2010: 39), even though there are a few more studies conducted in Belo Horizonte. On the 
other hand, both cities have formulated ambitions for the waste management sector and could 
therefore be subject to distortions in support of the policy ambitions of particular stakeholders. 
Though this is not possible for us to contest, we are aware of the risk. 
 
Comparison of Belo Horizonte and Managua 
The analysis is build upon the four  V’s which structures it around both the level of organisation 
and state response in the two cases of Belo Horizonte and Managua. First it goes through each of 
the two cases using the four   V’s   in order to make a more general characteristic of the two 
different models of state response. The two models arise from both our own analysis and the 
schools of thoughts on informality and will be useful when broadening the discussion to a more 
theoretical level. 
The two cities are similar size in population - 1 million in Managua and 1.4 million in Belo 
Horizonte - but the Human Development Index in Brazil is a bit higher with 0,755 compared to 
Nicaragua’s  0,631  (HDI  2015).  In  Belo  Horizonte  they  generate  522  kg  of  solid  waste  per  capita  
per year and 95% is covered by the waste collection service. In Managua they generate 420 kg 
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per capita per year, but only 82% is covered by waste collection services (UN-Habitat 2010: 50, 
69). Even though these statistics are estimates and have some unreliability, they indicate that 
Belo Horizonte is performing a better on both socio-economic factors and in waste management.  
 
Belo Horizonte 
Belo Horizonte has a long tradition of strong municipal planning that dates back to its 
establishment  in  the  19th  century  as  Brazil’s  first  “planned”  city.  Waste  management  has  been  a  
municipal priority and concern in the city since the beginning of the 20th century (Dias 2011b: 
1).  
 
Voice 
Voice is the first precondition for the integration of the informal waste management sector and it 
is defined as the organisation of the informal workers. Voice can be analysed in two ways. The 
waste pickers need to be organised in organisations and, second, these organisations need to be 
heard and have power to influence the political institutions (Gerdes & Gunsilius 2010: 14). The 
level of organisation of waste pickers in Belo Horizonte is highlighted as very progressive (Dias 
& Samson 2016; UN-Habitat 2010). Furthermore, many organisations have been recognised by 
the Brazilian government and receive state support (Dias 2011b: 8). 
João  Damásio  (2014)  has  made  an  analysis  of  the  organisation  of  waste  pickers  in  Brazil  and  he  
estimates   that   there   are   about  800.000  waste  pickers   and  12%  of   them  are  organised   formally,  
according  to  Damásio’s  definition.  It  leaves  88%  of  the  waste  pickers  without  the  advantages  of  
organisation  and  state  support  (Damásio  2014:  76).  The  sample  below segments groups of waste 
pickers  in  different  categories  called  ‘Situations’.  Situation  1  covers  the  groups  with  no  or  very  
low level of organisation, increasing the level of organisation up to Situation 4, where the groups 
have a high level of organisation.   Damásio   considers   Situation   3   and   4   as   actually   formally  
organised (Situation 5 are the numbers in total).  
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(Source:  Damásio  2014:  76)   
In Belo Horizonte the percentage of organised waste pickers is 15 %, which is a bit higher than 
the 12 % at the national level (Dias 2011b: 2). Sonia Dias analyses why Belo Horizonte has been 
successful in including the informal waste pickers in the management process, pointing to the 
high level of organisation and the social mobilisation as the two main reasons. ASMARE was the 
first association formed in Belo Horizonte in 1990, which inspired other groups of waste pickers 
to organise (Dias 2011b: 7). Belo Horizonte has thus had a voice to demand better working 
conditions, even though the majority of the waste pickers are not organised. 
 
Visibility  
Visibility is closely linked to Voice, because you need Voice to be Visible. But in this condition, it 
is important that other actors - besides the waste pickers themselves - recognize the economic 
contribution of the informal workers. This is very much the case for the waste pickers in Belo 
Horizonte   where   several   academics   highlight   Belo   Horizonte   as   a   “pioneer” in terms of 
acknowledging the contribution of waste pickers (Dias 2011b: 1; UN-Habitat 2010). The 
contribution of waste pickers has been recognised on a local level since the beginning of the 
1990’s  in  Belo  Horizonte  and  in  2001  waste  picking  was  included as a profession in the Brazilian 
Occupation Classification, which means they have started to appear in official databases (Dias 
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2011a: 5). The official recognition also entitles them to a minimum wage in their negotiations 
with municipalities (UN-Habitat 2010: 162). 
 
Validity 
Validity can be seen as an extension of the Visibility where the recognition of the value of waste 
pickers needs to turn into legal recognition of both waste pickers and their organisations. Legal 
recognition is also seen as a first step in preventing harassment, violations and attacks from 
authorities (UN Habitat 2010: 17).  
Through  ASMARE  waste   pickers   “   (...)   are   able   to   voice   their   demands   and   to   form   strategic  
alliances  and  this  has  pushed  an  inclusive  agenda.”  (Dias  2011b:  8).  ASMARE in Belo Horizonte 
can therefore be seen as a factor of why waste pickers finally was recognised as service providers 
at state level in 2010 (Dias 2012). Though they were not recognised before this, it has been 
possible since 2007 for municipalities to hire waste picker organisations to perform waste 
collection.  
 
Viability 
The fourth and most important condition, according to the authors behind the four   V’s, is 
Viability. This means that the informal sector needs to be profitable and economically sustainable 
to develop into the formal sector. This is difficult to measure or determine in practice, but in 
general it is argued that the less organised the waste pickers are, the less profitable their 
businesses are (Wilson 2006: 800). This also seems to be the  case  in  Damásio’s  analysis,  where  
he finds that: 
“It   is   apparent   that   waste   pickers’   associations   and   cooperatives   presently   classified   in  
Situation 4 display a higher level of organisation, greater economic, physical and market 
efficiencies, as well as  better  levels  of  revenues  and  social  welfare.”  (Damásio  2014:  80) 
Damásio  (2014)  finds   that   the  most  organised  and  formalised  associations  and  cooperatives  are  
also having a high commercial viability. 
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Sum up 
The waste pickers in Belo Horizonte fulfil the conditions in the four  V’s. The analysis shows that 
the waste pickers have been able to organise, create collective agency and influence legislation, 
so that they today are formalised and integrated into the formal economy even though the 
majority is still organised informally.  
 
Managua 
In 2005 the government of Nicaragua implemented the National Policy for Integrated Solid 
Waste Management (UN-Habitat: 69). The city of Managua has started a number of urban 
development  projects   related   to   the   city’s  waste management. The projects were all funded by 
international aid development organisations. The two significant projects are the Acahualinca 
Development Project (funded by the Spanish Development Aid Agency AE ) that focus on the 
regeneration of the La Chureca dump and the Manos Unidas project (supported by Habitar, a 
local NGO and the United Nations Development Programme in Nicaragua). The latter consists in 
the construction of a number of waste collection stations in the city districts, as a process of 
decentralization of the waste management sector (Zapata 2013a; 2013b). 
Managua is the home of two-thirds of the country's population and up to 40% of the city consists 
of informal settlements. Informal settlements are often forgotten or abandoned by the 
municipality and disconnected from most public services such as roads, pavements, water, 
standard  housing,  municipal  waste  collection  or  street  cleaning.  ‘Invisible  people’,  such  as  child  
workers, poor people and gangs inhabit these informal settlements (Zapata 2013a: 228). 
In Managua approximately 1.500 tons of waste is produced daily and more than 20 percent is not 
collected (Fisher 2016: 231). In the La Chureca dump around 2600 waste pickers worked daily to 
recover the valuable materials from the waste (Zapata 2013a: 228).  
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Voice 
In March 2008, informal workers in La Chureca blocked the entrance to the waste dump for one 
month. After the strike the workers formed an union within La Chureca. According to some 
waste pickers they had to form a union in order to be recognized:  
"We the workers of La Chureca weren't recognized as workers by society because we 
were only seen as churequeros. But today we are legally represented before the FNT 
(National Workers' Front) and Ministry of Labor." (Hartmann 2012: 154).  
Marello and Helwege state that Nicaraguan cooperatives are less developed economically and 
lack the technology, financing and regulatory framework to establish networks (Marello and 
Helwege 2014: 10). Working through national and international advocacy networks (e.g. 
REDNICA, REDLACRE, and WIEGO) for informal economy workers, Nicaraguan waste 
pickers have taken the opportunity of different projects to stand up for social inclusion and to 
resignify themselves as responsible, environmental citizens (Fisher 2016: 245). 
 
Visibility 
In many cases waste pickers are not visible and are still marginalized economically and socially 
by municipalities and policy makers. In Managua waste pickers are often denied legal and 
economic benefits of formal work and furthermore they are referred to in public discourse with 
derogatory  terms  like  “Zopilote”  (vulture)  (Fisher  2016:  239). 
One of the projects where waste pickers have been Visible was the La Chureca regenerating 
project. The authorities collaborated and worked together with waste pickers through the project. 
The aim of the project was to close the La Chureca dump and open a recycling station. By the 
end of the project some of the waste pickers were hired at the recycling station and thereby 
integrated into the formal economy (Zapata 2013b). 
Another project where waste pickers became Visible and collaborated successfully with the 
municipality was the Manos Unidas project. The aim of the project is to solve the problem of 
accessing the waste in the informal settlements. With the implementation of the project 
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Managua’s  waste  from  informal  settlements  has  been  connected  to  the  formal  waste  management  
services. By building collection stations in each district the project has  succeeded in creating 
partnerships between the municipality and waste pickers. At collection stations the waste 
collected by waste pickers is being transported for disposal at the municipal landfill by the 
municipal waste management department (Zapata 2013a). By working together with waste 
pickers the municipality recognises the importance of their contribution, Manos Unidas 
considered the agreement as a socially inclusive and a responsible solution (Fisher 2016: 243). 
 
Validity 
Managua‘s   waste   management   system   with   the   start   of  Manos   Unidas   project   is   becoming   a  
hybrid of the formal and informal economy. The hybridity is connecting public and private 
suppliers, legal and illegal practices and modern and traditional technologies, all in the setting of 
the formal and informal settlements (Zapata 2013a: 238). The hybrid model is associated with 
waste  collection  stations  which  spread  between  Managua’s  informal  and  formal  settlements.  It  is  
something   new   in   the   Managua’s   city   management.   The   project   needs   more   local   political  
support for the continuation in order to contribute to the improvement of waste management in 
the informal settlements (Zapata 2013a: 239) 
 
Viability 
Zapata  notes  that  Managua’s  city  management  believes  that  the  hybrid  system  represents  a  more  
efficient and lower-cost management model (Zapata 2013a: 239). The report by UN-Habitat 
shows that in Managua only approximately 30% of the waste collection costs are covered by the 
waste collection fee paid by the citizens. The waste collection service depends on funding from 
the municipal budget which is allocated every year in the course of the annual planning. In the 
report it is calculated that a decentralized model of household solid waste collection could save 
the municipality up to 50% of the current costs per year (UN-Habitat 2010: 176). 
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Sum up 
With international help waste pickers in Managua started to organise and partly influence city 
municipality. Even though, waste pickers from informal settlements are not integrated totally in 
the formal economy they succeeded to collaborate with the municipality waste management 
sector.  
 
Two models of state response 
The two different ways of handling the informal waste pickers are characterised through two 
different models - the integration model in Belo Horizonte and the hybrid model in Managua.  
The two cases are complex and do not fit exactly into one model. The models therefore become a 
simplification of the two state responses identified through the four  V’s. 
 
The integration model  
In Belo Horizonte, most of the informal sector in waste management has become a part of the 
formal sector over the last 25 years and waste picking has been recognised as a profession. This 
can be seen as the integration model of state response and as the goal of the four  V’s. As the 
analysis show, the case of Belo Horizonte is not an example of full integration of all informal 
workers in the waste management sector, because there still exists a number of unorganised and 
formal workers, but in general the main intention of the state response has been to integrate the 
informal waste pickers into the formal economy. At the International Labour Conference in 2002, 
the  International  Labour  Organization  called  for  “The  needs  of  workers  and  economic  units  in  the  
informal economy to be addressed with emphasis on an integrated approach from a decent work 
perspective.”   (ILO   n.d.).   Thus   the   integration  model   can   be   seen   as   the   goal   for  many   of   the  
NGO’s  and  international  labour  unions,  who  generally  argue  for  integration  and  formalisation. 
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The hybrid model 
In Managua, the waste management sector can be seen as a hybrid of both the formal and 
informal economy working together, but it is difficult to determine if the cooperation is actually 
informal or formal. Hybrid governance or hybridity is a term with multiple meanings, but in 
recent years it has been used when non-state or informal actors fill a gap for the state (Meagher 
2013: 29). Hybrid governance tends to emphasize economic efficiency, which is also the case for 
the hybrid model in Managua. The city management in Managua believes that the collaboration 
between waste pickers from informal settlements with the formal waste management system 
represents a more efficient and lower cost management model. Contrary to the city management, 
it is more difficult to see how waste pickers may benefit from the hybrid model (Zapata 2013: 
239).  
In hybrid governance, the state does not fight against the activities outside the law but accept that 
informal institutions provide a form of economic order and engage with the informal economy as 
the case of Managua shows (Schoofs 2015: 7). The hybrid model connects the traditional and the 
modern, the legal and the illegal, and the smallest and least powerful informal waste pickers to 
operate alongside with municipality waste management (Zapata 2013: 238). 
 
Sum up 
The analysis of the four  V’s helps to locate the factors that are important for the transformation of 
an informal waste management sector into a formal one. In this case, it contributes to the 
understanding of why the informal workers in the waste sector in Belo Horizonte have been 
successful in their demand for recognition when they only have partly been so in Managua. In 
both cities there has been an articulated wish for recognition - a Voice - but this started much 
earlier in Belo Horizonte and with a stronger level of organisation. This might be attributed to the 
legal  recognition,  which  already  happened  at  a  local  level  in  Brazil  in  the  1990’s,  but  has  yet  to  
happen  in  Managua.  In  Managua  the  push  for  change  has  not  been  so  strong  ‘from  below’  - from 
the workers themselves - but has been promoted through international organisations and has been 
more project-based.  
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A part of the explanation might be that the informal waste management sector in Managua is less 
economically and technologically developed, which makes it more difficult to organise and create 
commercially viable businesses. In this respect, a more bottom up organisation seems to be more 
effective in demanding rights than the international pressure has but this requires further studies 
to be determined. In both cases the state response has not been to fight the informal economy but 
still the response in the two cities has been quite different from one another. The Brazilian state 
response in Belo Horizonte can be characterized as the integration model - in contrast to the 
hybrid model in Managua. In both cases, organisation and agency have played an important role 
even though the level of organisation has been different as well. How this has influenced the 
process of formalisation will be further developed in the following discussion.   
 
The processes of formalization and collective agency 
The analysis shows two empirical examples that result in two different models of integration 
despite their very different approaches to it. The collective agency behind this integration is 
largely attributed to policy-makers but, as this chapter’s   empirical   analysis   and   several   of   the  
reports have focused on, the collective agency of organising waste pickers cannot be ignored. By 
using the structuralist and legalist schools to discuss the overlying structures that ensure the 
existence of the informal economy it is interesting to discuss their comprehension of 
formalisation in relation to our two cases. 
 
Can informal waste pickers attain collective agency? 
It is argued that the comparative analysis shows two models – an integrative way and a hybrid 
way of attaining agency. The state response provides the possibilities of agency within the 
informal waste management sector in both Belo Horizonte and Managua. But how is it possible 
to measure agency? One way is by utilising the four  V’s  as an analytical tool. As the analysis 
shows, agency is highly interrelated with recognition, a (collective) Voice and influence on 
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legislation. These are all factors that have something to do with a movement towards 
formalisation, making a link between collective agency and formalisation. 
When describing the power of collective agency of informal workers it is interesting that the 
schools of thought do not put an emphasis on this matter. The structuralist school does not 
recognise the collective agency that the workers within the informal economy can attain through 
organising both locally and globally; this can only happen in the formal economy. At the same 
time the legalist school only acknowledges individual agency in the informal economy (see 
introduction of the edited book for further elaboration).  Both schools can thus be perfectly 
placed   into   Lindell’s   critique   in  where   she   stresses   the   lack   of   research   on   and   recognition   of  
collective agency and organisation within the informal economy. As argued in the introduction of 
this edited book, the prevalent discourse on informal workers is not taking collective agency and 
organisation into account which can be seen in relation to the theoretical approaches that do not 
recognise this possibility. The three myths regarding waste pickers, mentioned in the conceptual 
framework, are great examples of how the presumption or discourse play a role when researching 
the field. Also the analysis supports this debunking of the myths by showing how organising have 
created collective agency within the informal waste management sector. Thus as long as workers 
in the informal economy are seen as incapable of attaining collective agency it is difficult to 
create an understanding of how organisation, collective agency and informality are interlinked. 
The cases of Belo Horizonte and Managua show that informal waste pickers are able to create 
some level of collective agency. It is argued that by organising, waste pickers can strengthen their 
bargaining power against authorities (Medina 2008: 1) and that it is crucial to protect their 
livelihoods (Dias 2010: 1). The waste pickers in Belo Horizonte are highlighted as the proof for 
this point of view, as our analysis also supports. But it is difficult to determine the causality, i.e. 
how much impact the level of organisation has and how much other factors have. National 
policies   could  play   an   important   role   in  both   the  authorities’  willingness   to   recognise   informal  
workers and their organisations. If a government strongly opposed the recognition of informal 
workers and their organisation then the possibilities of attaining agency would be limited. 
Waste pickers in Brazil seem to have been successful in creating agency and influencing 
legislation, but why has it not happened in other countries? One argument from the analysis is 
that poorer countries, like Nicaragua or Bolivia, face more difficulties in creating effectful 
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organisations because their cooperatives are less well developed economically and lack the 
technology to establish networks (Marello and Helwege 2014: 10). Their influence has therefore 
been more limited, typically involving social support rather than full integration (Marello and 
Helwege 2014: 10). This seems in line with the case of Managua, where the agency of 
organisations has been more limited and they have instead been successful in a more 
confrontational manner through strikes and dump blockades and relied more on international 
support.  
Bonner  and  Spooner  argue  that  organisations  of  informal  workers  have  proved  to  be  “(...) just as 
effective in asserting and defending their rights and livelihoods as their counterpart unions in the 
formal  economy  (...)”  (Bonner  and  Spooner  2011:  103),  but  that  they  only  have  been  able  to  do  
so when they have organisational experience (Bonner and Spooner 2011: 102).  
Belo Horizonte as a case creates a bias towards emphasising the potential of creating collective 
agency through organisation, since Brazil is highlighted as a pioneer in the Global South. The 
case is therefore not a representative case hereof.  This means that just because the waste pickers 
in Belo Horizonte have succeeded in creating agency it does not mean that it can be generalised 
and applied to all countries or cities, but we can conclude that it is possible under the right 
conditions. 
 
Formalisation 
Dealing with the concept of formalisation it is necessary to have an understanding of what is 
formal and what is informal. This is because the idea of formalisation implies a movement from 
an informal to a formal status whether it is regarding a single person or enterprises of the 
informal economy. As mentioned in the conceptual framework, it can be complicated to draw the 
lines between the formal and informal economy, because there are many blurred areas and 
overlaps in between the two. One example is the hybrid model of the Manos Unidas project in 
Managua. When looking at the waste pickers in this project it becomes difficult to label them as 
either formal or informal. If the definition from the UN Habitat (2010) report is used, they are, on 
the one hand, not informal waste pickers because they are recognised by the formal waste 
management authorities as valuable contributors to a cheap waste management sector. But on the 
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other hand, they are not legally recognised as a profession, which makes the waste pickers 
informal by the same definition. They are also not employed by anyone under contract nor  do 
they receive social benefits of the formal sector, which is, in a development context, one of the 
main focuses when talking about informality. The definition by WIEGO states that an informal 
worker can work within the formal economy, but also that a worker can be formally contracted 
with an informal company. This begs the question of which economy you then place the 
Managuan waste pickers under; is it by which type of work they perform or which of the 
economies they perform it under? They can again be defined as a part of both the formal and 
informal economy, because the divide is not just about legality.  
Discussing empirical findings on specific cases within informality can present explanatory  
problems   for   the   theoretical   approaches   to   the   idea   of   informality.   The   legalist   school’s  
formalisation focuses on a deregulation of the bureaucratic barrier between the formal and 
informal economies to ease formalisation whereas the structuralist school focuses on integration 
of the informal working force into the formal economy to avoid the exploitation of them by 
capitalist market forces. In this way, they are both prescriptive and thereby normative in nature. 
When relating these two theoretical schools with the empirical cases of Belo Horizonte and 
Managua, it seems that the integration model fits more the prescription of the structuralist school 
and that the hybrid model fits more the prescription of the legalist school. In Managua they 
include informal workers in the formal waste management sector through projects, which makes 
it possible for informal workers to participate in the formal economy without getting formalised 
legally. Reversely, a legalist approach would criticise the integration model because it would be 
seen as too much state-directed bureaucratic intervention. A structuralist approach would criticise 
the continued exploitation of the waste pickers in the hybrid model, since it is the municipality 
who stands to gain most from this model. Some of the waste pickers involved in these programs 
obviously may also gain from them, but these gains seem to be uneven in favour of the 
municipalities. This is because they tap into a large workforce that is already established, but they 
only have to pay the waste pickers for what they collect and not any social security or other 
benefits. 
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Normativity and a new dimension 
Furthermore, it is relevant to reflect on the normativity in the general approach to the informal 
economy, as the four   V’s is an example of. Is legal formalisation into the formal economy 
necessarily the best solution for everyone in the informal economy? There are obvious challenges 
in the informal economy with poor working conditions, lack of social security and exploitation, 
but the informal economy also possesses advantages. The informal labour market is easy to enter 
and provide jobs to many people that might not be able to find a job in the formal economy. 
Instead  of  formalisation,  a  focus  could  be  on  empowering  the  informal  worker’s  organisation  and  
agency and on the collaboration between the informal and the formal economy, as our two cases 
show. Medina (2008a), one of the advocates for formalisation, argues that one of the benefits of 
legal formalisation, is that informal workers can contract with municipalities, but the case of 
Managua proves that this is also possible for informal workers. So instead of understanding the 
informal and the formal waste management sector as two separate ones, they can be seen as part 
of one economy competing with each other.  
The two cases challenge the theoretical positionings of the legalist and structuralist schools, as 
they do not suggest a sufficient explanation for the processes in between the two economies. The 
theories do not provide an explanation of how informal workers can move in between the two 
economies and still create agency and development. This exposes the difficulties of explaining 
such an enormous part of the global economy only using one theoretical explanatory model and 
how simple it is to contest such a theory empirically. 
By attaining collective agency, waste pickers challenge some of the processes in the formal 
economy making the distinction and lines between the two economies difficult to define. By 
creating a theoretical, dimensional space through this conceptualisation of formalisation, it might 
create a new approach towards informal workers, perceiving them as waste pickers  with agency 
and the capability to move forth and back the economies. Hence this chapter argues for a need of 
a new dimension to describe the processes and interplay in between the formal and informal 
economy, opening up for the potential for this dimension to create development without having to 
formalise into the formal economy.  
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Sum up of discussion 
The discussion around organisation and agency raise a critique of the legalist and structuralist 
schools, which do not acknowledge   informal   worker’s   ability   to   attain   collective   agency.   The  
analysis contributes to the critique from Lindell (2010) and other myths about informal waste 
pickers’   organising   and   collective   agency.   The   relationship   between   the   informal   and   formal  
economies might be more complicated than a question of either or. One argument is that the 
boundaries are blurred and another is that aspects of the informal economy are not that different 
from the formal economy; it would be more appropriate to look at them as part of the same 
economy. The concept of formalisation depends on how you understand the informal and the 
formal economy which between the two schools of thought is a discussion between deregulation 
and integration.  
 
Conclusion  
Most evident throughout this chapter is the importance of comprehending the complexity of 
formalisation. Therefore this chapter has drawn on the legalist and structural schools in order to 
explain and understand formalisation. It has found that the two schools leave a gap for explaining 
processes occurring across both the informal and formal economies. The comparative analysis 
has shown that in the case of Belo Horizonte an integration model has created formalisation of 
the informal waste pickers through legislation. Alternatively, the case of Managua is a hybrid 
model that has created formalisation through cooperation between the formal and informal waste 
management sectors. The power of the collective agency of the informal waste pickers has been 
pivotal in both cases. The prevailing myths about the incapabilities of organising within the 
informal economy has hereby been contested. The legalist and structural schools prescribe 
formalisation as the solution but this normativity and dichotic terminology is contested which 
suggests that a new understanding of (in)formality could improve the understanding of 
formalisation processes. 
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